Impact of adjuvant chemotherapy on cosmesis and complications in stages I and II carcinoma of the breast treated by biopsy and radiation therapy.
Cosmesis and complication rates were examined in patients with early stage carcinoma of the breast treated by biopsy and radiation therapy with and without adjuvant chemotherapy in an attempt to determine the effect of chemotherapy upon these parameters. Between April 1, 1975 and June 1, 1980, 51 patients were treated with radiation therapy and adjuvant chemotherapy (XRT + ACT) and 83 patients with radiotherapy alone (XRT). Chemotherapy usually consisted of cytoxan, methotrexate and 5-fluorouracil for 6 or 12 cycles. Minimum follow-up was 36 months. Cosmetic results deteriorated with time in both groups but to a greater extent in the XRT + ACT group. At 36 months, excellent cosmetic results were obtained in 73 of the 83 patients (88%) in the XRT group compared to 37 of 51 patients (73%) in the XRT + ACT group (p = less than .05). Comparison of the two treatment groups revealed that complication rates were significantly increased in the XRT + ACT group. Of the 51 patients in the XRT + ACT group, 21 patients (41%) suffered complications compared to 8 (10%) of the 83 patients in the XRT group (p = less than .001). This difference in complication rates resulted primarily from an increased incidence in the XRT + ACT group of wet desquamation in the electron beam portal used to treat the internal mammary lymph nodes and a trend towards a higher incidence of spontaneous nonpathologic rib fractures, myositis and arm edema. An increased incidence of nonbreast primary cancers was not seen. Our preliminary conclusions are that adjuvant chemotherapy has a negative impact upon cosmesis and complication rates in patients being treated with definitive radiotherapy. However, cosmetic results remain satisfactory and complication rates are maintained at an acceptable level. Continued close follow-up will be required before definitive conclusions can be reached as to the overall incidence and severity of the changes noted.